




















QUT Digital Repository:  
http://eprints.qut.edu.au/ 
 
Bates, Lyndel J. and Watson, Barry C. and King, Mark J. (2010) Mobility and 
safety are conflicting goals for transport policy makers when making decisions 
about graduated driver licensing. International Journal of Health Promotion and 
Education. 
           
      Copyright 2010 Institute of Health Promotion and Education 
 1
Mobility and safety are conflicting goals for transport policy makers when making 
decisions about graduated driver licensing 
 
 
Lyndel Bates, Associate Professor Barry Watson and Dr Mark King 
Centre for Accident Research and Road Safety – Queensland (CARRS-Q), Queensland 
University of Technology 
 
CARRS-Q 
Queensland University of Technology 
130 Victoria Park Road 
KELVIN GROVE  QLD  4059 
AUSTRALIA 
 
Key words: graduated driver licensing, mobility and safety, licensing policy, transport policy, 
mobility bias; young drivers; novice drivers; new drivers 
 




Policy decisions are frequently influenced by more than research results alone. This review 
examines one road safety countermeasure, graduated driver licensing, in three jurisdictions 
and identifies how the conflict between mobility and safety goals can influence policy 
decisions relating to this countermeasure. Evaluations from around the world of graduated 
driver licensing have demonstrated clear reductions in crashes for young drivers. However, 
the introduction of this countermeasure may be affected, both positively and negatively, by 
the conflict some policy makers experience between ensuring individuals remain both mobile 
and safe as drivers. This review highlights how this conflict in policy decision making can 
serve to either facilitate or hinder the introduction of graduated driver licensing systems. 
However, policy makers whose focus on mobility is too strong when compared with safety 
may be mistaken, with evidence suggesting that after a graduated driver licensing system is 
introduced young drivers adapt their behaviour to the new system and remain mobile. As a 
result, policy makers should consciously acknowledge the conflict between mobility and 
safety and consider an appropriate balance in order to introduce these systems. Improvements 
to the licensing system can then be made in an incremental manner as the balance between 
these two priorities change. Policy makers can achieve an appropriate balance by using 
empirical evidence as a basis for their decisions. 
 
Introduction 
Young, newly licensed drivers have the highest crash risk compared to any other group of 
drivers. This crash risk is highest immediately after gaining a driver’s licence that allows 
unsupervised driving. It falls rapidly during the next few months and then continues to fall 
more slowly for the next 18 months (Williams, 2003). This crash risk is a result of age factors 
as well as a lack of driving experience (Williams, 2006). For instance, young drivers are more 
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likely to take risks and engage in a range of driving behaviours that increase their crash risk 
including speeding and following vehicles to closely (Jonah, 1986). Newly licensed drivers 
also drive in situations that are riskier because of their lack of experience. This includes 
driving late at night and with young passengers in their vehicle (Williams, 2003).  
 
Evaluations of countermeasures targeting this group suggest that graduated driver licensing 
(GDL) is one of the most effective in reducing crash risk. GDL systems typically have three 
stages: learner, intermediate and full licence. The learner phase allows the new driver to 
develop their driving skills while under the supervision of a more experienced driver 
(Mayhew, 2003). In some jurisdictions learner drivers must obtain a legislatively mandated 
amount of practice, generally 50 hours (Simons-Morton & Ouimet, 2006). An intermediate 
licence allows the individual to drive by themselves but they are subject to certain restrictions 
such as night time driving and peer passenger restrictions (Lin & Fearn, 2003; Preusser & 
Leaf, 2003). A full licence is granted only after novice drivers successfully complete the first 
two stages (Grabowski & Morrisey, 2001). 
 
GDL systems reduce crashes in two ways: by delaying young drivers from obtaining a licence 
(due to the requirement to hold a learner licence when they must drive under supervision) and 
limiting their exposure to high risk situations immediately after they receive a licence (due to, 
for example, the night time and peer passenger restrictions) (Williams, 2006). They also 
change the accepted social norms regarding young driver behaviour and parental management 
of this activity (Simons-Morton & Hartos, 2003). 
 
Parents have an important role in GDL systems. They are frequently required to certify that 
their children have completed a certain number of hours of supervised practice on their 
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learner licence. Parents also have a role in helping to ensure that their children obey the 
restrictions that are placed on them while driving on an intermediate licence (Simons-Morton 
& Ouimet, 2006). The role of parents in helping to reduce crash risk for their children in the 
initial months of driving is critical. However, some parents may be prepared to accept the 
risks that face new drivers in order to enjoy the conveniences that result from their children 
being licensed (Simpson, 1995). 
 
GDL systems differ between jurisdictions in terms of the length of each licensing stage as 
well as the requirements that drivers must adhere to in each stage. For instance, not all 
jurisdictions prevent new drivers from driving at night. Nonetheless, evaluations of GDL 
systems across a range of jurisdictions suggest that it can reduce crash risk for the youngest 
drivers by 20 to 40 per cent (Shope, 2007). It is critical that policymakers understand the link 
that exists between driver licensing requirements and reduced novice driver crashes. This is 
because, outside increased enforcement, GDL is the countermeasure that has the greatest 
chance of reducing crashes for this vulnerable group (Grabowski & Morrisey, 2001). 
 
Despite GDL systems being more widely introduced in countries such as the United States of 
America, many still do not include all the elements that research suggests are most effective 
in reducing crash risk for young drivers (Foss, 2007). When making a decision about whether 
or not to introduce or enhance a GDL system, policy makers’ need to balance young drivers’ 
requirements for mobility with reducing crash risk. This may lead to a mobility bias in 
decision making by some policy makers. A mobility bias occurs when policy makers make 
decisions about programs that favour access to private vehicles instead of other forms of 
transport (Hirsch, 2003). Interviews with transportation policy makers such as politicians and 
civil servants revealed that when a choice was needed between safety and mobility, their 
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major focus was mobility (Koltzow, 1993). The interviewees indicated that they needed more 
pressure from both experts and the mass media in order to apply the findings of empirical 
research to policies, particularly if it entailed limiting the mobility of drivers. 
 
Anecdotal evidence suggests that some decision makers favour mobility over safety when 
making decisions about GDL. For example, in the United States of America some 
jurisdictions adopt GDL systems that are less restrictive than research would suggest is 
optimal for reducing young driver crashes (Simons-Morton & Hartos, 2003). This may be an 
indication of a mobility bias operating because reducing young driver crashes is not the only 
consideration when introducing exposure reduction measures such as the restrictions placed 
on drivers on an intermediate licence. There are a range of competing issues that policy 
makers need to consider including mobility, environmental and social issues (Drummond, 
1994). The existing minimum licensing age also needs consideration. 
 
Favouring mobility over safety does not necessarily always inhibit the introduction of GDL 
systems. It can operate on the introduction of GDL systems in different ways. Firstly, a 
mobility bias can facilitate the introduction of GDL systems. As the following review of GDL 
systems in three jurisdictions demonstrates, this occurred in New Zealand. Secondly, a 
mobility bias can impede the introduction of GDL, as occurred in Queensland. Finally, 
concern about mobility may be overstated. After the introduction of a more restrictive GDL 
system in California there was limited impact on young driver mobility. 
 
Mobility as a facilitator 
In New Zealand, a focus on mobility appears to have facilitated the introduction of their GDL 
system. This was because GDL was seen as a preferable option to other, more restrictive 
 6
alternatives such as increasing the minimum licensing age (Ministry of Transport in Begg & 
Stephenson, 2003). Introducing GDL kept younger drivers on the road and, therefore, may be 
evidence of mobility being favoured over safety. 
 
In the mid 1980’s the crash rate for young New Zealand drivers was disproportionately high 
when compared with other age groups. The New Zealand GDL system was suggested by the 
New Zealand Parliamentary Select Committee on Road Safety to reduce the number of young 
New Zealand drivers involved in road crashes (Begg & Stephenson, 2003). New Zealand 
introduced this system in 1987. 
 
Prior to the introduction of a GDL system, New Zealand drivers were able to obtain a full 
driver’s licence on their 15th birthday and this was comparatively simple with individuals 
needing to pass an eyesight, hearing, written, oral and practical driving tests. Obtaining a 
driver’s licence in New Zealand changed drastically with the introduction of the GDL system 
in August 1987. The new system had three stages, learner, restricted (intermediate) and full 
and only applied to drivers aged between 15 and 24 years (Begg & Stephenson, 2003).  
 
Young people were able to obtain a learner licence when they turned 15. They were still 
required to pass a written, oral and eyesight test. Learner drivers had to be supervised at all 
times and were subject to a lower Blood Alcohol Content (BAC) limit (0.03 per cent) 
compared to other drivers (0.08 per cent). Drivers held a learner licence for six months unless 




Learner drivers obtained a restricted licence once they passed a practical driving test. 
Unsupervised drivers on a restricted licence were unable to drive between 10.00pm and 
5.00am or carry passengers who were younger than 20 years. They were still subject to the 
lower BAC requirements. Drivers were required to hold a restricted licence for 18 months, 
although they could reduce this to nine months if they completed an approved driving course. 
Drivers did not need to pass a test to obtain a full licence (Begg & Stephenson, 2003). 
 
The initial introduction of the GDL system in New Zealand in August 1987 was, although 
described as controversial, adopted in preference to other solutions such as increasing the 
licensing age from 15 years. Increasing the licensing age would have stopped the youngest 
drivers from driving at all compared with the GDL system described above that allowed 
driving under some conditions. This suggests that mobility was a consideration in the 
introduction of the GDL system. Since the initial introduction of the GDL system, the New 
Zealand Parliament, in 1999, has made further changes and refinements to the GDL system. 
However, subsequent suggestions to increase the minimum licensing age have not occurred. 
This is despite apparent widespread public support (Begg & Stephenson, 2003). 
 
Mobility as an impediment 
Each Australian state has, at a minimum, a three-stage GDL program with learner, provisional 
(intermediate) and open (full) licences. Elements present in more evolved systems, such as a 
general night driving or passenger restriction, were absent from the Australian GDL systems. 
However, several jurisdictions, including Queensland, New South Wales, Victoria and 
Western Australia have recently announced revisions of their licensing systems (Senserrick, 
2007). Although many of the issues are similar across Australia, this paper will use 
Queensland as a case study to demonstrate how a focus on mobility may act as an impediment 
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when policy makers are trying to introduce more evolved GDL systems. However, while this 
appears to have slowed the introduction of a more evolved GDL system in Queensland, it did 
not prevent it with the Queensland Government announcing a more developed GDL system in 
2007.  
 
For the last two decades, Queensland has had a GDL system with learner, provisional and 
open stages. Although, the system has the three stages required in a GDL system, the 
Queensland GDL process lacks some of the measures used in other systems to reduce riskier 
driving such as the requirement for a minimum amount of supervised practice and the limits 
on night driving and peer passengers. 
 
In Queensland, young drivers may obtain a learner licence from the age of 16 years and six 
months after they pass a theory test. Learner drivers are supervised, must have no alcohol in 
their blood, and display ‘L’ plates to indicate their learner status (Queensland Transport, 
2005). In order to obtain a provisional licence, individuals must be at least 17 years old and 
must pass a practical driving test. Provisional drivers are still required to adhere to a zero 
alcohol limit if they are under 25 years. The length of the provisional licence period varies 
with age; the youngest drivers are provisionally licensed for three years while those who are 
24 or older are provisionally licensed for one year (Queensland Transport, 2005). Drivers 
automatically receive an open licence when their provisional period concludes. The minimum 
age for an open licence is 20 years (Queensland Transport, 2005). 
 
The Queensland Parliamentary Travelsafe Committee reviewed this licensing system in 2003. 
In their report, the Committee made a number of recommendations designed to reduce crash 
risk for young drivers. These recommendations included a night driving restriction for 
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unsupervised drivers for the first 12 months of a provisional licence and a passenger 
restriction for drivers under 25 years who lose their licence for serious traffic offences. The 
Committee recommended that all provisionally licensed drivers display a ‘P-plate’ to indicate 
their licence status and that provisionally licensed drivers aged 25 years or younger pass a 
hazard perception test prior to receiving their open licence (Travelsafe Committee, 2003). 
 
The Queensland Government’s response to the Committee’s recommendations appeared to 
reflect the influence of mobility. For instance, the Government’s response to the Committee’s 
report stated that they did not support a late night driving restriction (Queensland 
Government, 2004). This was because they expected limited road safety benefits as the 
majority of provisionally licensed drivers crashed between the afternoon and early evening on 
all days of the week but particularly on Friday and Saturday. They were also concerned about 
novice drivers not obeying the restriction (Queensland Government, 2004). The response then 
discussed the social justice issues that could possibly result from the introduction of a late 
night driving restriction. The response specifically referred to the increased need for mobility 
for drivers in order to maximise the benefits of employment and study opportunities 
(Queensland Government, 2004). 
 
The Government did not support the recommendation to introduce a peer passenger restriction 
for provisionally licensed drivers who lose their licence (Queensland Government, 2004). The 
Government argued that this was because not all passengers increase crash risk and the impact 
on other aspects of road safety such as designated driver programs for drink driving 
management. However, another reason for not supporting this recommendation was the 
impact on young people living in rural and regional areas where public transport options are 
more limited (Queensland Government, 2004). This appears to reflect a mobility concern. 
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There were several other recommendations contained within the report which the Queensland 
Government either supported or partially supported. These recommendations included 
providing further information regarding high-risk driving situations. Other recommendations 
were evaluating restrictions such as vehicle power-to-weight and towing used in other 
Australian states, an additional speeding penalty for provisionally licensed drivers under 25 
years of age, introduction of a hazard perception test and requiring provisionally licensed 
drivers to display a ‘P-plate’ to indicate their licence status. Recommendations were partially 
supported for a number of reasons including waiting for the results of evaluations of similar 
measures (Queensland Government, 2004). 
 
However, the mobility concerns in the then Government’s report did not prevent, but merely 
delayed, the introduction of countermeasures designed to reduce crash risk for newly licensed 
drivers. After growing community concern about young driver crashes, the Queensland 
Government released a discussion paper in late 2005 that built on the driver licensing work of 
the Queensland Parliamentary Travelsafe Committee (Queensland Transport, 2005). After the 
Queensland Government consulted with stakeholders on the issue, they announced the 
introduction of a more comprehensive licensing system for Queensland including a combined 
late night driving and passenger restriction, minimum supervision requirements for learner 
drivers and requiring provisionally licensed drivers to display ‘P-plates’. The Queensland 
Government began implementing this system in 2007. 
 
Misplaced mobility concerns 
Examining the Californian system provides information about the way drivers adapt to GDL 
systems and suggests that some policy makers and decision makers may overstate the need for 
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mobility. After the introduction of a more restrictive GDL system, new drivers and their 
families appeared to adapt to the system and found it had minimal impact on their mobility. 
 
California introduced a GDL system in July 1998 (Rice, Peek-Asa, & Kraus, 2004). Prior to 
this, the licensing authority provided full licences to individuals who were 15 years and six 
months or older and had held a learner’s permit for 30 days or more. Individuals with a 
learner’s permit had to be supervised by licensed driver who was 25 years or older.  
 
The new system was, at that time, one of the most restrictive in the United States of America. 
In order to obtain a learner’s permit, individuals aged between 15 years and six months and 17 
years must complete a 30-hour driver education course and six hours of on-road instruction. 
Learners had to complete at least 50 hours of driving under the supervision of a licensed 
driver who is 25 years or older. Ten of these hours had to be done at night. After they have 
held their learner’s permit for six months, these drivers are eligible for a provisional licence 
(Rice et al., 2004). 
 
Unsupervised drivers with a provisional licence were unable to drive between midnight and 
5.00am or with passengers aged 19 years or younger. The minimum provisional licence 
period was 12 months; the passenger restriction applied for the first six months while the 
night driving restriction applied for the full 12 months. The licensing authority issued a full 
licence after 12 months or when the driver turned 18 (Rice et al., 2004). 
 
Research evaluating this licensing system suggests that the concerns of policy makers 
regarding mobility and more comprehensive GDL systems may not be necessary. Many of the 
drivers licensed using this system stated that they were still able to do all things that they 
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wanted by making a few small adjustments. These included travelling earlier, driving with 
adults, rearranging their plans or using alternate forms of transportation (Williams, Nelson, & 
Leaf, 2002). 
 
There was also significant support for the new system. The majority of parents supported 
provisions such as greater supervision of learner drivers and limits on night time driving and 
carrying of teenage passengers (Williams et al., 2002). After teenagers had held their licence 
for twelve months, just over 70 per cent indicated that they supported the late night driving 
restriction. However, only 43 per cent supported the passenger restriction (Williams et al., 
2002). Newly licensed drivers provided this support despite breaking the restrictions. For 
instance, only 20 per cent of the drivers indicated that they had never broken the passenger 
restriction. This means that 80 per cent of drivers with a restricted licence had carried young 
passengers in violation of the restriction. However, these drivers carried passengers less 
frequently than teenagers who received their licence before the new system was in place. 
Almost 45 per cent had broken the late night driving restriction (Williams et al., 2002). 
 
Discussion 
The most important finding from this review is that the impact of mobility concerns on GDL 
systems is highly contextual. Depending on the alternatives under discussion, policy makers 
may perceive that the same countermeasure, such as a more comprehensive GDL system, may 
either keep young people mobile or it may prevent them from accessing important activities. 
As stated above, the alternative option in New Zealand was raising the licensing age. 
Increasing the licensing age would have limited young peoples’ access to vehicles to a greater 
degree when compared with the introduction of a GDL system. Thus, mobility concerns 
facilitated the introduction of a GDL system because the alternative was seen as more 
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restrictive. In comparison, introducing a more evolved GDL system in Queensland at one time 
was seen as limiting young peoples’ access to employment and study opportunities. This was 
because people compared the options under consideration with the existing licensing system; 
therefore, a more evolved GDL system was taking away existing ‘rights’. This was 
particularly a concern for provisionally licensed drivers who lived in rural and regional areas 
with limited options regarding alternative transport such as public transport. 
 
The existing minimum licensing age may also be a factor that policy makers consider. Prior to 
making introducing or enhancing the GDL systems in New Zealand and Queensland there 
was a large age disparity regarding when individuals could obtain their open licence. In New 
Zealand individuals could obtain a full licence at 15 years. This is five years earlier than the 
minimum 20 years that a Queensland young driver must be in order to obtain a full licence, 
although they are able to drive without supervision from 17 years of age. The impact of 
educational and employment activities on the mobility requirements of 15 year olds and 17 
year olds may be seen as dramatically different. 
 
An over focus on mobility at the expense of safety may be unnecessary. The Californian 
example highlights that young people adapt to changes in the licensing system and remain 
mobile. It may be easier for young people who have never previously held a driver’s licence 
to manage changes that provide some restrictions on their driving in high-risk situations 
compared with a person who has had their driver’s licence suspended. This is because, prior 
to receiving a licence, most young people have developed a range of strategies to ensure that 
they are able to access all important activities such as education and employment. A driver’s 
licence may provide young people with greater flexibility and options regarding how and 
when they attend these activities. However, young people are able to use their existing 
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strategies for a further twelve to eighteen months if necessary. This would probably involve 
less adjustment compared with a person who has previously enjoyed the flexibility that results 
from having a driver’s licence and car and then lost their licence. 
 
It is important to note that not all decision makers exhibit a bias towards mobility. Many 
appear to give safety a higher priority in their deliberations. However, in order to introduce 
safer elements of licensing systems, these individuals may need to compromise on what they 
believe is the ideal system (at least initially). After decision makers have introduced GDL, 
they can then make incremental improvements based on research evidence that strengthen the 
licensing system. Another example of how decision makers may balance safety and mobility 
concerns is to offer exemptions for certain types of driving such as traveling to or from study 
or work. 
 
The mobility of young, newly licensed drivers also affects their parents. If children are unable 
to drive unsupervised late at night or with several passengers in the car, parents may have to 
continue to supervise their children in these situations. This may encourage some policy 
makers to keep young people driving in order for parents to enjoy the convenience of not 
accompanying their children. However, while many parents prefer safety to mobility (Hirsch, 
2003), there is a suggestion that the opposite is true for some (Simpson, 1995). Additionally, 
in many cases, the parents of young drivers have a critical role in encouraging their children 
to obey the various licence restrictions that a GDL system imposes on them. Parental limits on 
risky driving situations leads to lower crash risk and fewer traffic violations amongst novice 
drivers subjected to these limits (Simons-Morton & Ouimet, 2006). As a result, policy makers 
should consider the impact of licence restrictions and the resulting mobility of young drivers 
on parents in order to ensure parental support.  
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It is critical that policy makers acknowledge and are consciously aware of the role that 
conflict between mobility and safety plays in their decisions regarding the countermeasures 
that they are introducing. This will enable policy makers to manage this conflict more 
effectively. They can arguably do this by basing their decisions on the available empirical 
evidence relating to the effectiveness of their proposed countermeasure. Evidence can assist 
policy makers in two ways. It can help them to identify the likely benefits that will result from 
a countermeasure when introduced within their jurisdiction. Policy makers can also use the 
evidence to help justify the introduction of countermeasures that individuals with a limited 
understanding of the field may perceive as restrictive. Policy makers should refrain from 
introducing elements to GDL systems that are based on no research evidence. Another 
important factor that will help policy makers to manage mobility concerns is to recognise that 
an overemphasis on mobility may be misplaced. The Californian situation suggests that 
individuals will adapt once measures that are perceived as more restrictive are in place. 
 
Road safety experts and the mass media also have an important role in ensuring an 
appropriate balance between mobility and safety in GDL systems. These groups need to 
pressure policy makers to ensure that the results of road safety research are applied to road 
safety policy. Road safety researchers need to ensure that policy makers are aware of their 
research and the benefits that would result from applying this research in their jurisdiction 
(Bates & Hansen, 2008). One way that researchers can do this is by participating in policy-
relevant debates that occur within the media (Hinchcliff, Ivers, Poulos, Senserrick, & 
Chapman, 2008). The role of the mass media is twofold. They can help educate the public 
about road safety research as well as provide policy makers with an indication of how the 
public regards certain countermeasures. Pressure from road safety experts and the mass media 
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will encourage policy makers to effectively balance safety and mobility when making 
decisions regarding licensing systems. 
 
Conclusions 
Policy makers’ decisions about whether to introduce or enhance a GDL system need to ensure 
an appropriate balance between a young driver’s mobility and their safety.. Depending on the 
alternative options, a focus on mobility may facilitate or impede the introduction and 
improvement of GDL systems. When the alternative options are even more restrictive than a 
GDL system, such as increasing the driving age, a mobility bias assists in the introduction of 
this countermeasure. If the alternative countermeasures are less restrictive, then introduction 
of, or changes to, a GDL system are likely to be impeded. However, mobility concerns may 
be overstated with evidence suggesting that young drivers adapt their behaviour to new 
licensing systems in order to access the same opportunities. Policy makers can manage 
mobility and safety concerns by ensuring that they use research evidence as the basis of 
policies. They can also progressively strengthen GDL systems after their introduction to 
ensure the extension of safety benefits without greatly affecting mobility. 
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